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Abstract 
Implications of bullying and homophobic remarks heard in school can be harmful to students and 
create an unsafe school environment.  Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender youth are often 
targets of negative and derogatory comments (GLSEN, 2009).  This paper defines homophobic 
bullying, specifically in school settings, and addresses key issues.  Several issues researched in 
this paper include; the implications of harassment, absenteeism, academics, and the roles of 
personal characteristics of students who heard homophobic remarks in schools.  The research 
addresses the significance of students who report victimization of negative and harmful remarks.  
Resiliency and risk factors of students are essential issues addressed in an effort to understand 
the overall effects of homophobic bullying and negative remarks heard in schools.  Finally, the 
paper addresses the importance of continued proactive efforts to reduce and eliminate bullying 
and homophobia in schools.  
Key Terms: Homophobia, Homophobic Bullying, LGBT, GLSEN, Risk Factors & School 
Climate 
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Bullying and Homophobic Remarks in Schools 
Inequalities, social exclusion and discrimination negatively impact the health, well-being 
and achievement of children and young people (Social Exclusive Unit, 2011).  Clear links have 
been identified between children’s and young people’s experiences of education and schooling, 
and their achievements, socio-economic position and health as adults (Acheson, 1998).  
Homophobic harassment and bullying are two behaviors that can negatively affect students’ 
experiences (GLSEN, 2009).  During the last two decades, there has been an increasing 
awareness of the need to address bullying among young people in and out of school settings 
(Acheson, 1998).  In addition, in recent years there has been growing concern about the impact 
of homophobia and homophobic bullying on children’s and young people’s physical and 
emotional well-being and on their attendance and achievement at school (Rivers, 2000).  Schools 
today are not only facing the challenge of recognizing bullying, but also what efforts can be 
taken to reduce bullying incidents.  Hostile acts are often perpetrated against racial and ethnic 
minorities, gay, lesbian, and bi-sexual youth, and persons with disabilities (American 
Psychological Association, 2005).  Bullying targeted toward gay, lesbian and questioning youth 
can have adverse effects to a student’s social emotional growth (GLSEN, 2009).   In response to 
widespread professional and public concern about the harmful effects of bullying in schools, 
many school systems have adopted measures to educate and prevent bullying among students.  
Recent activities to protect children and adolescents from bullying have been undertaken by both 
schools and national policies.  The objectives of these programs are to provide a safe 
environment while at the same time enriching the children’s emotional, physical and educational 
welfare.  The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program and the “That’s So Gay” national advertising 
campaign, in conjunction with recent studies are two programs that can promote awareness of 
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homophobic bullying.  Two major studies reviewed in this paper are the 2009 Gay Lesbian and 
Straight Education Network study and the 2006 Safe Schools of North Carolina study.  The paper 
covers homophobic bullying and harassment in schools, the physical, emotional and behavioral 
effects of hearing homophobic remarks in schools and school climate. 
Bullying and Homophobia 
Bullying is a common and evident problem in schools. To begin to understand the effects 
of homophobic remarks heard in schools, and specifically homophobic bullying, bullying and 
homophobia must be defined.  In an effort to build a safe school environment, bullying and 
homophobic remarks of youth who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender and 
questioning, must be eliminated.   
A bullying researcher, Dan Olweus, stated “A person is bullied when he or she is 
exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative actions on the part of one or more other persons, 
and he or she has difficulty defending him or herself (p.9).”   In accordance with his definition, 
Olweus believed that bullying is: (a) an aggressive behavior that involves unwanted, negative 
actions; (b) a pattern of behavior repeated over time; and (c) an imbalance of power or strength 
(Olweus, 2010).  Coloroso (2003) defined bullying as “a conscious, deliberate hostile activity 
intended to terrorize and harm others through the threat of further aggression” (p. 13).  The 
aggression can manifest itself in many forms, primarily: physically, verbally and socially.  There 
are nine key forms of bullying: (1) social exclusion or isolation; (2) physical (such as hitting, 
kicking, shoving, and spitting); (3) lies and false rumors; (4) having money or other things taken 
or damaged; (5) being threatened or being forced to do things; (6)racial; (7) sexual; (8) cyber (via 
cell phone or Internet), and (9) verbal, including derogatory comments and bad names (Olweus).  
BULLYING AND HOMOPHOBIC REMARKS IN SCHOOLS                                                                          11  
Farrington (1993) described bullying as “repeated oppression, psychological or physical, of a 
less powerful person by a more powerful one” (p. 381).   
In an effort to define homophobia, Mihalik believed that understanding the definition of 
heterosexism, in comparison to homophobia, was necessary.  He defined homophobia as any 
belief system that supports negative myths and stereotypes about homosexual people, or any of 
the varieties of negative attitudes that arise from fear or dislike of homosexuality (1991).  
Homophobia is an irrational fear of, or aversion to, homosexuals and homosexuality.  People 
who have homophobic attitudes react to homosexuals as enemies to be feared, hated, and 
actively repressed (Mihalik).  He described heterosexism as a belief system that values 
heterosexuality as superior to, and/or more natural than, homosexuality.  Others defined 
homophobia as any negative attitudes toward homosexuality existing on a continuum, from 
homophobia to heterosexism (Berkman & Zinberg, 1997).   
Heterosexism does not acknowledge the existence of non-heterosexuals (Mihalik).  
People with heterosexist beliefs react to homosexuals as unfortunate, devalued individuals 
(Mihalik).  Mihalik described homophobia as being a suppressed and feared ideology where the 
positive valence of “us" and the negative valence of "they" has been the basis for stigmatizing 
someone with homosexual beliefs, as a person to be feared and hated (1991).  The philosophy 
behind homophobia can manifest itself in two relevant modes; internal and external.  Internal 
homophobia is a learned bias that individuals, including LGBT, incorporate or internalize into 
their belief system (Community University Institute for Social Research, 2003).  External 
homophobia is an overtly observed or experienced expression of internal biases, such as social 
avoidance, verbal abuse, and civil discrimination (Community University Institute for Social 
Research).  Elements of internal and external homophobia, such as internalizing verbal abuse and 
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social avoidance, show a relationship to institutional and cultural homophobia. Institutional 
homophobia, or heterosexism, refers to the many ways that governments, businesses, churches, 
educational institutions, and other organizations and institutions discriminate against people on 
the basis of sexual orientation (Community University Institute for Social Research).  Cultural 
homophobia refers to social standards and norms that dictate that being heterosexual is better or 
more moral than being GLB, and that everyone is (or should be) heterosexual (Community 
University Institute for Social Research).  The negative outcomes of students’ experiences of 
institutional or cultural discrimination often make it difficult for students to self-advocate 
(Community University Institute for Social Research).  
A study conducted by the University of London’s Thomas Corwin Research Unit 
emphasized that homophobic bullying can take a number of forms: name calling or verbal 
threats, forms of sexual harassment (such as being inappropriately touched), being continually 
ignored (due to one’s perceived sexuality) and physical violence – sometimes slight, and on 
other occasions, extreme (D’Augelli & Rivers, 2001, Kimmel & Mahler, 2003, Kosciw, 2004, & 
Rivers & Ryan, 2003).  Homophobic and other negative remarks, coupled with the repetition of 
those remarks, can be harmful to students.  The term “homophobia” was first defined by 
Weinberg (1972) to mean “irrational fear, hatred, and intolerance of homosexual men and 
women” (Cogan & Erickson, 1999).   Fyfe (1983) defined homophobia as “any negatives 
attitudes and reactions toward homosexuals” (p. 549).  The harassment suffered as a result of 
bullying can create difficulties for adolescents’ emotional and social states of being. 
Homophobic bullying in schools. 
Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender (LGBT) youth often experience bullying and 
harassment in the school environment. Evidence suggests that students who either identify as or 
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are perceived to be lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender (LGBT) experience a negative school 
climate such as bullying, harassment, sexual harassment, discrimination, teasing (D’Augelli, 
Pilkington, & Hershberger, 2002; Kosciw, Diaz, & Greytak, 2008).  A national study of school 
climates indicated that 91.5% of LGBT youth reported hearing homophobic remarks in their 
school frequently or often (Kosciw et al., 2004).  In a later study, Kosciw et al. (2008) surveyed 
over 6,000 self-identified LGBT youth ages 13-21 and found:  (a) almost three-fourths of youth 
heard homophobic remarks often or frequently at school; (b) close to 90% of youth reported 
experiencing verbal harassment at school because of their sexual identity; and (c) nearly half of 
the youth experienced physical harassment because of their sexual orientation.   
In a study conducted by the Gay Lesbian and Straight Education Network (GLSEN, 
2009) of 7,261 students, between the ages of 13 and 21, from all 50 states, 61.0% identified as 
gay or lesbian. GLSEN’s survey examined the experiences of LGBT students and identified 
negative indicators of school climate.  Several indicators of negative school climate included: (a) 
hearing biased remarks, including homophobic remarks; (b) feeling unsafe in school because of 
personal characteristics, such as sexual orientation, gender expression or race/ethnicity; (c) 
missing classes or days of school because of safety reasons; and (d) harassment and assault in 
school (GLSEN).  GLSEN’s report was significant, not only due to the large number and variety 
of students surveyed, but the inclusion of transgender youth.  GLSEN’s report substantiated 
Kosciw’s finding that nearly 90% of LGBT students surveyed experienced harassment at school.  
An analysis of National School Climate Survey data over 10 years showed that, since 1999, there 
has been a decreasing trend in the frequency of students' experiences with more severe forms of 
bullying, but harassment has remained relatively constant (GLSEN).  Even though it appears that 
homophobic bullying has declined, the impact of its effect is more severe than ever (GLSEN). 
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Verbal and physical harassment, hearing homophobic remarks, feeling unsafe, academic 
difficulty, and social emotional issues are indicators of a hostile school climate as experienced by 
students (GLSEN).   
Harassment in schools. 
There were several other key findings in GLSEN’s 2009 national survey.  Harassment of 
same-sex-attracted young people can contribute, among other things, to lack of sleep, loss of 
appetite, isolation, nervousness, being upset or angry, elevated rates of actual and attempted 
suicide and self-harm, absenteeism, truancy and limited achievement at school (GLSEN, 2009).  
According to a the 2009 GLSEN study, 84.6% of LGBT students reported being verbally 
harassed, 40.1% reported being physically harassed, and 18.8% reported being physically 
assaulted at school in the past year because of their sexual orientation.  Three forms of physical 
assault included: punching, kicking, and the use of weapons (GLSEN).  Of the students 
surveyed, 63.7% of LGBT reported being verbally harassed, 27.2% reported being physically 
harassed and 12.5% reported being physically assaulted at school in the past year because of 
their gender expression (GLSEN).  It is important to note that the survey tracked only those that 
actually reported harassment in schools.  The survey indicated that 62.4% of students who were 
harassed or assaulted in school did not report the incident to school staff, believing little to no 
action would be taken or the situation could become worse if reported (GLSEN).  The 33.8% of 
the students who did report an incident said that school staff did nothing in response (GLSEN).  
In a study conducted by Safe Schools of North Carolina (SSNC, 2006), a statewide 
organizational program committed to end bullying and harassment in schools, found that for 
every LGBT youth who reported being harassed at school, four heterosexual youth reported 
harassment or violence for being perceived as gay or lesbian (as cited in Reis, 1996).  The 
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harassment experienced by youths who identify as LGBT can have a negative impact on their 
social and emotional development (SSNC).  The mental health of lesbian, gay and bisexual youth 
has been found to be compromised by victimization, including assault and harassment, of these 
youth (Morrow, 1991). Victimization of students can manifest into serious violent implications 
including shootings at school. 
Implications of a Negative School Climate 
A negative school climate related to LGBT bullying has been linked to poor attendance 
(Rivers, 2000), lower academic achievement (Murdock & Bolch, 2005), increased substance use 
(Faulkner & Cranston, 1998; Garofalo et al.; Marshal et al., 2008; Rivers & Noret, 2008), and 
increased mental health difficulties (D’Augelli et al., 2002; Friedman, Koeske, Silvestre, Korr, & 
Sites, 2006; Rivers & Noret, 2008) among youth who identify as LGBT.  Harassment of same-
sex attracted young people can contribute, among other things, to lack of sleep, loss of appetite, 
isolation, nervousness, being upset or angry, elevated rates of actual and attempted suicide and 
self-harm, absenteeism, truancy and limited achievement at school (Fineran, 2002, Rivers & 
D’Augelli, 2001, Rivers, 2001,  & Ryan & Rivers, 2003).  In a study of the long-term correlation 
of bullying, 53% of adult lesbians and gay men reported contemplating harming themselves as a 
result of being bullied at school, and 40% indicated they had attempted to harm themselves or 
had attempted suicide on at least one occasion (Rivers, 2001).  Research has shown that 
increased levels of victimization are also related to increased levels of depression and anxiety 
and decreased levels of self-esteem (Rivers).  In a study conducted by Rivers (1996), respondents 
reported their clothes being “set alight, having chemicals thrown on them during science lessons, 
being urinated upon, burned with cigarettes while being held down, being dragged around a 
school playing field by the hair, and being raped” (p.18). 
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According to GLSEN’s study (2009), as victimization increases, reports of depression, anxiety 
and poor self esteem increase.  Additionally, Murdock and Bolch’s (2005) analysis of 101 
LGBT, high school-aged youth suggested that those youth who reported both a negative school 
climate and being victimized demonstrated lower levels of achievement. These findings were 
consistent with other surveys and research studies supporting the relationship of increased 
victimization with lower emotional functioning (D’Augelli et al., 2002; Friedman et al, 2006) 
and/or  academic functioning (Harris Interactive & GLSEN, 2005). 
Physical Consequences 
School violence. 
It is evident that governing bodies, administrators and teachers have connected bullying 
with the rise of school shootings and other violence in schools.  Of the 95 school shootings since 
1966, the National Threat Assessment Center (2002) found that attackers felt persecuted, bullied, 
threatened, or had been previously attacked.  Approximately 15% of students are subject 
to bullying on a daily basis (Olweus, 1998).  Olweus further reports 35 to 40% of victims are 
bullied primarily by a single student. According to Hawk (2009), bullying is a prime factor in 
two-thirds of school shooting incidents.  Vossekuil (2002) noted that in more than half of the 
shootings, revenge was the motivating factor for retaliation.   
Revenge, specifically due to homophobic bullying, was a motivating factor for Charles 
Andrew Williams, a 15-year-old student who killed two classmates and wounded 13 others in 
March of 2001 (Aitkin, 2001).  According to Scarpaci’s (2006) research, Williams was 
tormented and bullied.  Reports stated that he was burned with cigarette lighters and called 
derogatory names, including homophobic remarks (Aitkin, 2001).  It is evident that LGBT 
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students who experience negative and harassing behaviors experience not only physical 
difficulties, but from emotional difficulties as well. 
Emotional Consequences 
Suicidal ideation and suicide of lgbt students. 
Self-esteem, depression, anxiety, as a result of victimization of bullying or hearing 
homophobic remarks, can lead to serious mental health issues like suicide (Kim & Leventhal, 
2008).  Due to the unsafe environments reported, students may have a difficult time achieving 
academic and social success.  In addition, to poor academic achievement, poor attendance 
(Murdock & Bolch, 2005) and increased substance use (Faulkner & Cranston, 1998; Garofalo et 
al.; Marshal et al., 2008; Rivers & Noret, 2008) have been linked to elevated rates of attempted 
suicide and self-harm (Fineran, 2002, Rivers & D’Augelli, 2001, Rivers, 2001, & Ryan & 
Rivers, 2003).  The widespread negative behavior in schools not only affects the secondary or 
high school population, but the middle and elementary levels as well.  The suicide rate for LGBT 
students continues to be 3-4 times higher than that of their straight counterparts (Biegel & Kuehl, 
2010).   
The relationship between suicide risk and sexual orientation has been researched for over 
three decades, but has become prevalent in the last 15 years. According to Kim and Leventhal 
(2008), in a 2007 adolescent study conducted in the United States, 19% of high school students 
had serious suicidal ideation, 15% made a specific plan to attempt suicide, 8.8% reported 
suicidal attempts, and 2.6% made a suicide attempt that was serious enough to require significant 
medical attention. Similarly, a 2001 Korean study found that the rate of completed suicides for 
adolescents (from 11 to 19 years) was 15.5 per 100,000, making suicide the third leading cause 
of death, after car accidents and cancer (Kim & Leventhal).  For children at greater risk for 
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suicide, perceived peer rejection, being bullied, and being perpetrators of bullying were 
associated, directly and indirectly, with major depression, substance use, and antisocial behavior 
with severe suicidal ideation (Kim & Leventhal).  
The Department of Pediatrics, at the University of Minnesota, surveyed 394 youth who 
described themselves as bisexual or homosexual and 336 youth who describe themselves as 
heterosexual (Blum, French, Remafedi, Resnick, & Story, 1998).  Both sets of students’ 
outcomes were measured in three categories: suicide ideation, intent, and self reported attempts.   
Suicide attempts were reported by 24% of bisexual student compared to 8% of heterosexual 
students (Blum, et al., 1998).  Understanding the relationship between sexual orientation and 
suicide risk might illuminate the epidemiological trends in self-inflicted injury and death, 
contribute to recognition of vulnerable youth, and lead to preventive interventions (Blum).  
Preventing or reducing hearing homophobic remarks in schools, by any intervention, can be a 
contributing factor in reducing stress.  As a result of experiencing stress, gay youths may be at a 
particularly high risk for suicide. According to Gibson’s (1989) review, lesbian and gay males 
are far more likely to commit suicide than their heterosexual peers, with these youths comprising 
as many as 30% of all completed youth suicides.  In a later study by D’Augellie and Hershberger 
(1993), 42% of LGBT adolescents reported a past suicide attempt in the previous year.  
A meta-analysis of 13 youth-suicide research studies, between 1972 and 2000, found that 
between 30% and 42% of LGBT youth attempted suicide (Community University Institute for 
Social Research, 2003).  The results of GLSEN’s 2009 study fall within the range of findings of 
the meta-analysis, reporting an approximate attempted suicide rate of 30% of LGBT youth.  Jay 
Paul, a researcher with the University of California’s Center for AIDS Prevention Studies found 
suicide to be a risk factor for LGBT in a hostile environment (Paul et al, 2002).  In another study, 
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Remafedi (1999a) reviewed six controlled, population-based surveys in the United States and 
Canada and found that in all six, attempted suicide rates were higher in LGBT youth compared 
to their heterosexual peers.  In 2008, the Child Death Review Unit of the British Columbia 
Coroner’s Service conducted a review of youth deaths from 1997 to 2003 (Child Death Review 
Unit, 2008).  The study identified 81 youth who died by suicide.  Wells (2009) identified those at 
increased risk for suicide included “sexual minority, older youth (ages 17-18), male youth, and 
youth questioning their sexuality” (p. 5).  Wells’ report highlighted that the majority of youth 
who committed suicide experienced “an acute stressful life event twenty-four hours prior to their 
death; almost half had a history of mental health problems, with depressive symptoms the most 
frequently reported” (p. 5).  Nearly half of these youth also experienced chronic dysfunction, 
including neglect and abuse, in their relationships with family members or romantic partners 
(Wells, 2009).   
In 2009, news reports documenting these events included extensive interviews attesting 
to the trauma experienced by Massachusetts African American student Carl Walker-Hoover and 
Latino student Jaheem Herrera of Georgia (Biegel & Kuehl).  They were each subjected to 
relentless name-calling and bullying by schoolmates who perceived them to be gay (Biegel & 
Kuehl).  In 2010, 13-year-old Seth Walsh, from Tehachapi, California committed suicide by 
hanging after bullied for years because he was gay.  Asher Brown, 13 from Houston, Texas, shot 
himself as a result of homophobic bullying.  Also in 2010, in Greensburg, Indiana, 15 year old 
Billy Lucas hung him from constantly hearing homophobic remarks and homophobic bullying in 
school. These are only a few of the recent suicides that plague gay teenagers in the United States.   
In an effort to reduce and prevent circumstances that can lead to teen suicides, programs and 
interventions are available that can help improve school safety.  Studies of suicide risk factors for 
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LGBT youth have been conducted on a world wide scale.  Reports by GLSEN (2009), the 
CUISR (2006), Kim & Leventhal (2008), the Department of Pediatrics at the University of 
Minnesota (1989), and the University of California’s Center for AIDS Prevention (2002) all 
identify suicide is a prevalent risk factor for LGBT youth.   
Behavioral Consequences 
Absenteeism and academics. 
Many LGBT students miss classes or entire days of school rather than face a hostile 
environment where they experience continual harassment (GLSEN, 2009).  School-based 
victimization denies LGBT students their right to an education (GLSEN).  Students, who 
reported hearing homophobic remarks in schools, and reported being bullied, were absent more 
frequently.   According to the GLSEN (2009) survey, 29.1% of students skipped class at least 
once in the past month because they felt unsafe or uncomfortable.  Thirty percent missed at least 
one entire day of school in the past month because they felt unsafe or uncomfortable (GLSEN).  
Researchers reported that students were three times likelier to have missed classes (29.1% vs. 
8.0%), and four times likelier to have missed at least one day of school (30.0% vs. 6.7%) in the 
past month because they felt unsafe or uncomfortable, when compared to the general population 
of secondary school students (GLSEN).  LGBT students were also three times as likely to have 
missed school in the past month if they had experienced high levels of victimization related to 
their sexual orientation (57.7% vs. 18.0%) or gender expression (54.3% vs. 19.9%; GLSEN).  In 
addition, the report also found negative impacts on grades.  The reported grade point average of 
students who were more frequently harassed because of their sexual orientation or gender 
expression was almost half a grade lower than for students who were less often harassed 
(GLSEN).   
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In another study, delinquency was one indicator that was used is assessing victimization. 
Delinquency was measured as engaging in vandalism, being a member of a gang, and carrying a 
weapon onto school property (Swearer et al., in press, n.d.).  The negative influence that is 
associated with peer pressure was found to predict involvement in bullying and victimization 
(Cook, Guerra, Kim, Sadek, & Williams, 2010).  The incidence of in-school victimization 
experienced by LGBT students hinders their academic success and educational aspirations 
(GLSEN, 2009).  LGBT students who are harassed because of their orientation or gender are 
more likely to experience academic problems.  A (GLSEN) study suggested that LGBT students 
who were more frequently harassed because of their sexual orientation or gender expression had 
grade point averages almost half a grade lower than for students who were less often harassed.   
Homophobic bullying not only affects students’ abilities to achieve in school, but has long term 
implications as well.  The study also suggested that LGBT students were more likely to report 
that they did not plan to pursue any type of post-secondary education (obtaining a high school 
diploma only or not finishing high school) than a random national sample of students (9.9% vs. 
6.6%; GLSEN).  Students who experienced high levels of in-school victimization because of 
their sexual orientation or gender expression were more likely than other students to report that 
they did not plan to pursue any post-secondary education (college, vocational-technical or trade 
school): About 14% of students who experienced high levels of victimization because of their 
gender expression or their sexual orientation did not plan to continue their education, compared 
to about 9% of those who had experienced low levels of victimization (GLSEN).  One method 
for LGBT and all students to tackle the problem is to develop and their resiliency and protective 
mechanisms.   
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Resiliency and Protective Factors 
Current research into homophobic bullying, and hearing negative or homophobic remarks 
in schools, indicated that it is important for education systems to identify risk and resiliency 
factors in an effort to promote safe school environments.  There are a number of risk and 
protective factors that contribute to the experience that LGBT youth have in school.  Risk factors 
are commonly understood as those experiences that tend to increase the likelihood for the 
development of problems or negative consequences in a young person’s life (Wells, 2007).  
Protective or resiliency factors are identified as internal and external influences that can have a 
positive impact on healthy youth development by helping to protect them from engaging in 
unhealthy behaviors or destructive coping mechanisms (Wells).  Wells’ research exploring key 
stressors identified how LGBT youth experienced more risk factors (often with greater severity), 
fewer protective factors (such as supportive home and school environments), and higher 
incidents of depression and substance abuse when compared with their heterosexual peers. 
Risk factors. 
Key individual risk factors for adolescent suicide, in general, include feelings of 
hopelessness, a history of family dysfunction, sexual abuse, substance abuse, abuse, and the 
recent or attempted suicide of a family member or close friend (Remafedi, 1994; Russell & 
Joyner, 2001).  In addition to these general risk factors, LGBT youth also face unique risk factors 
including, age of disclosure/coming out, family acceptance, and intrapersonal conflict regarding 
sexuality (Friedman, Koeske, Korr, Silvestre, & Sites, 2006; Remafedi, 1994).  Gender is a 
prevailing risk factor for both girls and boys that are involved in bullying, both as perpetrators 
and victims (Cook, Williams, Guerra, Kim, & Sadek, 2010).  Research has found that boys are 
involved in bullying at greater rates than girls (Cook et al., 2010).  Cook et al. indicated other 
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individual risk factors include grade level, ethnicity, religious orientation, low academic 
achievement, internalizing symptoms, and alcohol/drug use.  Peer group factors included 
homophily, peer norms, delinquency, school climate, teacher attitudes and classroom 
characteristics.  
Grade level. 
Homophobic bullying can manifest itself starting with middle school aged children.  
Bullying has generally been shown to be most prevalent in middle school (Nansel et al., 2001). 
Research, however, has suggested that bullying peaks during school transition (i.e., between 
elementary and middle school and between middle and high school) as youth are negotiating new 
peer groups, and use bullying as a means to achieve social dominance (Pellegrini et al., 2011).   
Ethnicity. 
Involvement in homophobic bullying can be a cross-cultural phenomenon (Jimerson, 
Swearer, & Espelage, 2010) that transcends ethnicity.  Research has shown that students, who 
are in the ethnic minority in a school, are more likely to be bullied than students who are in the 
ethnic majority (Graham, 2009). 
Religious orientation. 
Surprisingly, while the media has reported on the connection between homophobic 
bullying and religious orientation (i.e., Muslims in the United States), a paucity of research on 
this risk factor for bullying has been conducted.  In a study of 243 Hindu, Muslim, and Pakistani 
children in the U.K., 57% of boys and 43% of girls reported being bullied because of religious or 
cultural differences (Eslea & Mukhtar, 2000).  Religious orientation is a risk factor for all bullied 
youth, including those who identify as LGBT. According to a (2008) report by the Suicide 
Prevention Resource Center, most religious denominations continue to condemn homosexuality 
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as sinful and marginalize LGBT people.  In the United States prejudice and discrimination 
against LGBT people is widespread, often making it difficult to be accepted in a school or 
community setting (SPRC, 2008). 
Low academic achievement. 
The relationship between homophobic bullying and academic achievement can be 
intricate.  Some research has demonstrated that bully victims do poorly in school (Glew, Fan, 
Katon, Rivara, & Kernic, 2005), while other research has found that the connection between 
being bullied and low academic achievement is more robust when there is low parental support 
and school disengagement (Beran, 2008). 
Internalizing symptoms. 
            Research has found that students who identify as being victims of bullying, and people 
who bully or perpetrate, all experience depressive disorders.  In one study, 18% of bullying 
victims and 13% of bullies (perpetrators), experienced depression (Kumpulainen, Rasanen, & 
Puura, 2001), which is higher than the estimated 8.3% of adolescents who are diagnosed with a 
depressive disorder (NIMH, 2011). Bully-victims are at the greatest risk for experiencing co-
morbid internalizing and externalizing problems (Cook et al., 2010). In a recent study, 
depression and suicidality were predictors of both bullying and victimization (Swearer et al., in 
press). 
Alcohol / drug use. 
The connection between alcohol/drug use and homophobic bullying has been highly 
researched.  In a study of middle through high school students, researchers found that victims 
and non-victims were more likely than their non-aggressive counterparts to use drugs and 
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alcohol (Brockenbrough, Cornell, & Loper, 2002).  A study of 43, 093 U.S. adults found that 
bullying was significantly correlated with lifetime alcohol and drug use (Vaughn, et al., 2010).   
Homophily & Peer Norms 
The theory of homophily suggests that there is an increased tendency to form social 
bonds with others who are considered to be similar, than there is a tendency to form bonds with 
others who are viewed as different (Espelage et al., 2003).  When followers in a peer group are 
involved in bullying, they tend to take part.  Additionally, students who are involved in bully 
perpetration tended to come from larger peer groups (Salmivalli, Huttunen, & Lagerspetz, 1997).  
According to Murdock and Bolch (2005), LGBT youth often have trouble fitting into traditional 
social groups in schools; leaving them without a sense of belonging.  Psychologists have argued 
that the need to belong is a fundamental human motivation (Murdock & Bolch, 2005).  Lower 
levels of school belonging have been associated with a range of outcomes including lower levels 
of school motivation and negative perceptions of school climate (Murdock & Bolch).  
School Climate 
Teachers and staff play an important role in creating a positive school climate. When the 
school climate is not supportive and unhealthy, then bullying and concomitant problems 
proliferate (Kasen, Johnson, Chen, Crawford, & Cohen, 2011).  GLSEN, (2009) documented the 
negative effects of homophobic remarks in schools by students.  Researched is limited on the 
effects of hearing homophobic remarks from teachers.  In a study by Murdock and Bolch (2005), 
LGBT students reported hearing derogatory statements such as “faggot” or “dyke”; by teachers; 
less than one time per month.  Teacher attitudes and classroom characteristics can play a role in 
the development of a school’s climate.    
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Teacher attitudes and classroom characteristics.  
When adults in the school system ignore bullying or feel that bullying is just “kids being 
kids”, then higher levels of bullying will exist (Holt, Keyes, & Koenig, 2011).  There are four 
classroom characteristics that have been found to be associated with greater levels of bullying 
and victimization: (1) negative peer friendships; (2) poor teacher-student relationships; (3) lack 
of self-control; and (4) poor problem-solving among students (Doll, Song, Champion, & Jones, 
2011).  Poor classroom and teacher experiences compound students’ perceptions of a negative 
school environment.  A recent study by (Poteat, Espelage, & Green, 2007) found that strong 
associations among bullying, sexual orientation, and homophobia have been related to negative 
school environments and over time related to negative psychological outcomes for students.   
By understanding the risk factors, teachers, counselors and administrators can more 
effectively plan for interventions that promote the healthy development of LGBT youth.  Data 
from the National School Climate Survey showed that over a 10 year period, between 1999 and 
2009, there had been a decreasing trend in the frequency of students' experiences with more 
severe forms of bullying while harassment has remained relatively constant (GLSEN, 2009).  
Even though it appears that homophobic bullying has declined, the impact of its effect is more 
severe than ever (GLSEN).  
Perceptions of School Safety 
According to the 2009 GLSEN study, students expressed concern over school safety.  In 
the study, 72.4% of students who heard homophobic remarks, such as "faggot" or "dyke," 
frequently or often at school, felt unsafe at school (GLSEN).  When hearing (e.g. “that’s so 
gay”), 88.9% of students felt it was used negatively while 86.5% of students reported feeling 
distressed (GLSEN).  Nearly two-thirds (61.1%) of students reported that they felt unsafe in 
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school not only because of what they hear, but also because of their sexual orientation (GLSEN).  
Furthermore, more than a third (39.9%) felt unsafe because of their gender expression (GLSEN).  
By contrast, 16.4% felt unsafe based on their religion, 9.8% because of their gender, 7.6% due to 
their race, 5.3% as a result of their disability and 13.2 % identified other reasons (GLSEN).  
Other indicators reported in the survey stated that hearing homophobic remarks in schools not 
only affected students physically and emotionally, but behaviorally as well.  Absenteeism was 
one behavioral problem that was highlighted by GLSEN).   
Effects of Homophobic Remarks 
The impact of bullying and homophobic remarks and language used in school can have a 
negative impact on a student’s self-esteem, academics and perception of safety.  According to 
Birkett, Espelage, and Koenig (2008), “students who were questioning their sexual orientation 
reported the most bullying, the most homophobic victimization, the most drug use, the most 
feelings of depression and suicidality, and more truancy than either heterosexual or LGBT 
students” (p. 989).  In a study conducted by Safe Schools North Carolina (SSNC, 2006), 904 
high school students were surveyed about homophobic language heard in schools.  When asked 
how often the expression “that’s so gay” or “you’re so gay” was heard in school, 68.9% of 
students responded that these expressions were heard frequently or often (SSNC).  Other 
homophobic remarks such as “faggot”, “dyke”, or “queer”, were heard frequently or often by 
almost two-thirds (64.2%) of youth (SSNC).  Homophobic remarks were most often made by 
other students; 72.6% of students reported that they heard other students make homophobic 
remarks frequently or often whereas 3.5% of students reported teachers or school staff made 
homophobic remarks frequently or often (SSNC).  Students also reported that a teacher or staff 
member intervened frequently or often (26.4%) of the time and rarely or never (47.0%) of the 
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time (SSNC).  When a homophobic remark was made in the presence of a teacher or staff 
member, they responded nearly 50% of the time (SSNC).  The lack of teacher and staff 
intervention could have a large impact on students’ perceptions of safety in the buildings 
(SSNC).  Teachers are often viewed as leaders in the building and commonly associated with 
being people whom students can report to when there is a disruption of services (SSNC).  All 
staff, including administrators and security officers, are commonly responsible for monitoring all 
areas of the building.  Youth reported that hallways and cafeterias were the places in which 
homophobic language happened most frequently, followed by buses and classrooms (SSNC).   
Findings from the 2006 SSNC study, of the frequency of homophobic remarks heard in 
schools, parallels findings from the 2009 GLSEN national study, especially when students were 
asked how bothered they were by hearing terms such as “gay”, “faggot” or “queer”.  Each study 
reported approximately 40% of students were extremely distressed when hearing homophobic 
those remarks (GLSEN, 2009; SSNC).   
Despite limited research on students hearing homophobic remarks in schools, the topic is 
garnering attention from school districts across the globe.  Research efforts have resulted in 
approximately 20 national and international studies since the 1970’s.  The severity of the issue 
has been documented by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse 
and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA, 2003).  SAMHSA appealed to parents 
and school personnel to no longer consider bullying just a part of growing up, as it is harmful to 
both the perpetrators and the victims. Furthermore, bullying has been linked to behavioral and 
emotional difficulties, long-term negative outcomes, and violence (Murdock & Bolch, 2005).   
The consequences of homophobic bullying can be so severe to the point that death can be 
a result for some students.  Future implications are grim, unless we as a society make relevant 
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changes.  A key factor in the development of strategies and interventions to advocate for LGBT 
youth are bullied or who hear homophobic remarks in schools, is promoting awareness of the 
issue.  Research has shown that the most effective strategies are proactive.  In an effort to 
continue research, an initial investigation into the perceptions of bullying and homophobic 
remarks heard in schools is imperative.  
Schools can be an environment where LGBT youth face harassment and victimization, 
fostering heightened feelings of being both physically and emotionally unsafe.  Once students 
develop a reputation for being “victims” among their peers, they often get caught up in a vicious 
cycle of anxiety, depression, and other forms of behavior that signal “weakness” (Murdock & 
Bolch, 2005).  The findings of a study (Murdock & Bolch) offered critical implications for 
school personnel working with LGBT youth.  A survey of LGBT youth suggested that there 
continues to be greater levels of victimization in schools than access to support services 
(Murdock & Bolch).  Current research is limited in addressing interventions by school personnel.   
Intervening with LGBT students who hear homophobic remarks in school is critical to break the 
cycle of harassment and victimization (Murdock & Bolch).  The outcomes of LGBT students 
who are bullied or hear homophobic remarks in schools can have negative effects on social and 
emotional development.  
Several risk factors for LGBT students who are a bullied or hear homophobic remarks in 
schools are: verbal and physical harassment, academic difficulty, absenteeism and social 
emotional issues.   The risk factors can lead to LGBT youth feeling unsafe at school and can also 
result in suicide.  Resiliency factors for LGBT youth are seeking out supportive staff members, 
being aware of the risk of suicide, and the effects of alcohol and drug use.   
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It is clear that there is an urgent need for action to create safer and more inclusive schools 
for LGBT students (GLSEN, 2009).  Understanding how often staff intervenes, the consequences 
of being harassed in school, and the perceptions of school safety are important factors to 
reducing and eliminating the effects of homophobic bullying and hearing homophobic remarks in 
schools.  Specifically, the hypothesis tested in this study is that hearing homophobic remarks in 
school is correlated to the perceptions of school safety for LGBT youth.   The following 
questions are vital to understanding the problem: 
1.  How often do students hear homophobic remarks in schools? 
2.  How often do teachers or adults intervene? 
3. How many students have been bullied as a result of gender or sexual identity?   
The purpose of this study was to develop an understanding regarding the associations of hearing 
homophobic remarks in schools, efficacy of staff intervention and feeling safe at school as 
experienced by LGBT youth. 
Methods 
In attempting to understand the effects of hearing homophobic remarks as it pertains to 
students’ perceptions of safety a survey was conducted in an urban setting in the Northeast 
United States.    The district is comprised of 31,653 students made up of 64% Black or African 
American, 22% Hispanic or Latino, 10% White and 3% Asian or Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific 
Islander (New York State Education Department,  2011).   
Participants 
The participants for this study consisted of 10th, 11th and 12th grade students.  The sample 
population ranged in age from 14 to 19 years of age and consisted of the following racial 
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identities: African-American, Hispanic, Asian-American and Caucasian.  A total of 316 students 
were invited to take to the survey with 112 completing it, for a response rate of 35 percent. 
Procedures 
 A 20 question survey was administered by five classroom instructors during their Career 
and Technology Education classes.   When exploring survey procedures, best practices 
determined that conducting the surveys in the Career and Technical Education (CTE) classes was 
the most effective course of action as all students were enrolled and cycled through these classes 
throughout the length of the study.  The paper survey consisted of one doubled sheet of paper 
asking students to supply their own writing instrument.   An additional benefit to the survey is 
that is that it took less than five minutes to complete. 
To ensure anonymity, the surveys were delivered to teachers during non-class time.    The 
students were told that a graduate student was conducting a survey on school climate and hearing 
homophobic remarks in schools and those participants will be entered into a drawing for five $20 
gift cards to a national department store.   The teachers tracked which students took part in the 
survey by keeping a log of the participant names.   Upon completion of the project, each teacher 
drew one name from their roster of students who took the surveys.  The gift cards were given to 
the teacher ahead of time and the researcher was not made aware of the survey participants or the 
winners. 
One measure taken to protect the participant’s rights was the passive parental consent 
form (See Appendix A).  Due to school district guidelines, a passive consent was mailed out to 
all the parents.  If a consent form was returned not permitting their child to take part in the study, 
the school’s head administrative officer collected the information and notified that student’s 
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teacher.  Zero consent forms were returned and the researcher had no contact with any of the 
subjects during the study. 
Another protective measure was the removal and deletion of the paper surveys, the 
survey results and the data analysis spreadsheet from the researchers computer; upon completion 
of the project.  Completed surveys were tabulated by hand with the answers recorded on an excel 
spreadsheet. The data was stored, on a portable flash drive and an external hard drive with actual 
surveys double locked in a desk drawer.  The data was removed from both the flash drive and 
hard drive, upon completion of the research, according to the United States Department of 
Defense standards.  
 Instrument 
The instrument applied in this study was a school climate survey adapted from the 2009 
GLSEN national study of LGBTQ youths’ perceptions of safety in school (See Appendix B).   
Permission for use was given via email (See Appendix C).  In the survey, students’ experiences 
were counted with respect to their perceptions of a school climate.  Questions included hearing 
homophobic remarks in school, feeling unsafe in school because of personal characteristics; such 
as sexual orientation, gender and race/ethnicity.  The survey consisted of 20 questions asking 
participants to respond using a four point Likert type scale.  In terms of the dynamics 
surrounding homophobic remarks heard in schools, the survey measured the frequency of the 
type of remarks heard, who made them, where they were heard and how often staff intervened.     
Additionally, students were asked to report their personal experiences resulting from 
verbal, physical and emotional abuse as a result of their sexual or gender identity.  The Likert 
type responses varied between questions.  Questions #1, #2, #3, #5, #6a - #6h asked the students 
to choose between a frequently, often, sometimes, rarely and never scale while three of the 
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questions, #7, #8 and #9, asked students to respond to always, most of the time, some of the time 
and never.  Question #4 asked for a response of most of the students, some of the students and 
few of the students, while question #10 asked for a yes or no response.  A yes response to 
question #10 prompts the participant to reply to three questions which ask the frequency, 
location and reasons for being a target of a single or repeated act of emotional, verbal or physical 
abuse in school.   
Reliability 
The survey did not consist of characteristics commonly associated with test-retest or 
alternate form reliability.  Many response selections were experientially and emotionally based 
allowing for a different response at a different time in the participant’s life.  As a student’s level 
of happiness or anxiety changes, so can the way in which they respond to the survey.   
A Cronbach’s Alpha or coefficient of reliability test was computed for the twenty items 
was .872, suggesting that the items have relatively high internal consistency (See Figure 1). 
Case Processing Summary                  Figure 1 
 
This falls within the Cronbach’s alpha range of .70 to .90, reported by GLSEN in their recent 
national study (GLSEN, 2009).   The author’s study shows a high internal constancy between 
how often they hear homophobic remarks in schools, how often adults intervene and being 
bullied as a factor of gender or sexual orientation. 
 
 N % 
Cases       Valid 
Excluded 
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20 
0 
   20        
100 
0 
100 
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Results 
A total of 112 students, 35%, participated in the survey for a response rate of 35% of the entire 
student population.  Of the 112 completed surveys, there was one write-in response which was 
eliminated from the data analysis.    
Analysis 
Percentages and mean scores were used to factor frequencies of responses.  Percentages 
and mean scores were used with a specific focus on students who have experienced a single or 
repeated act of emotional, verbal or physical abuse at school and students who believe they were 
targeted as a result of gender or sexual orientation.   
Individual Survey Results 
#1) How often do you hear the expression “That’s so gay,” or “You’re so gay” in 
school?  
 
The largest number of responses were frequently at 56 or 50% and sometimes at 28 or 25%. The 
mean was 1.29. 
 
56% 
6% 
25% 
5% 4% 
How often do you hear "That's so gay," 
"You're so gay" in school 
Frequently 
Often 
Sometimes 
Rarely 
Never 
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#2) How often have you heard other remarks used in school (such as “faggot,” “dyke,” 
“queer,” etc.)?   
 
The largest number of responses were often at 37 or 33%, and frequently at 34 or 30%.  The 
mean was 2.34. 
#3) How often do you hear these remarks from other students?  
              
30% 
33% 
5% 
17% 
5% 
How often do hear "faggot," "dyke," 
"queer," etc.  
Frequently 
Often 
Sometimes 
Rarely 
Never 
33% 
30% 
18% 
15% 
4% 
How often do you hear remarks from 
other students 
Frequently 
Often 
Sometimes 
Rarely 
Never 
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The largest number of responses were frequently at 37 or 33% and often at 34 or 30%. The mean 
was 2.27. 
#4) Would you say that those remarks are made by.   
 
The largest number of responses were most of the students at 54 or 49.5% and some of the 
students at42 or 38.5%. The mean was 1.73. 
#5) How often do you hear these remarks from teachers or school staff?      
 
38.5% 
49.5% 
12% 
Were remarks made by 
Most 
Some 
Few 
9% 
1% 4% 
20% 
67% 
How often heard from teachers & staff 
Frequently 
Often 
Sometimes 
Rarely 
Never 
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The largest number of responses were never at 75 or 67% and rarely was 22 or 20%.  The mean 
was 4.36. 
#6a) How often do you hear those remarks in classes?   
   
The largest number of responses were frequently at 35 or 31% and often at 30 or 27%.  The 
mean was 2.36. 
#6b) How often do you hear those remarks in hallways?   
 
31% 
27% 
21% 
17% 
4% 
How often remarks heard in classes 
Frequently 
Often 
Sometimes 
Rarely 
Never 
50% 
22% 
19% 
6% 
3% 
How often remarks heard in hallways 
Frequently 
Often 
Sometimes 
Rarely 
Never 
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The largest number of responses were frequently at 56 or 50% and often was 25 or 22%.  The 
mean was 1.90. 
#6c) How often do you hear those remarks in bathrooms?   
 
The largest number of responses were rarely at 31 or 27% and never at23 or 21%.  The mean was 
3.16. 
#6d) How often do you hear those remarks in locker rooms?   
 
20% 
13% 
19% 
27% 
21% 
How often remarks heard in bathrooms 
Frequently 
Often 
Sometimes 
Rarely 
Never 
30% 
24% 
23% 
13.5% 
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Rarely 
Never 
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The largest number of responses were frequently at 34 or 30% and often at27 or 24%.  The mean 
was 2.46. 
#6e) How often do you hear those remarks on buses?   
                 
The largest number of responses were frequently at 42 or 38%, and often at 33 or 28.5%. The 
mean was 2.15. 
#6f) How often do you hear those remarks in/on an athletic/field?                                      
 
38% 
28.5% 
21% 
9.5% 
5% 
How often remarks heard on buses 
Frequently 
Often 
Sometimes 
Rarely 
Never 
22% 
20% 
26% 
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Rarely 
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The largest number of responses were sometimes at29 or 26% and frequently was 25or 22%. The 
mean was 2.83. 
#6g) How often do you hear those remarks in schoolyard or school grounds?   
 
The largest number of responses were often at 31 or 27% and frequently at 29or 26%. The mean 
was 2.54. 
#6h) How often do you hear those remarks in cafeteria?   
 
26% 
27% 
24% 
12% 
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Frequently 
Often 
Sometimes 
Rarely 
Never 
30% 
24% 
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The largest number of responses were sometimes at 38 or 33.5% and frequently at 34 or 30%. 
The mean was 2.30. 
#7) When you hear those remarks, how often has a teacher or other school staff person 
been present?   
 
The largest number of responses were some of the time at 64 or 56% and most of the time at 27 
or 24%.  The mean was 2.29. 
          #8) When those remarks are made and a teacher or other school staff person is present, 
how often does the teacher or staff person intervene?   
 
9% 
24% 
56% 
11% 
How often teacher/staff was present 
Always 
Most of the Time 
Some of the Time 
Never 
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The largest number of responses were some of the time at 46 or 41% and most of the time at 33 
or 29%.  The mean was 2.35. 
#9) When you hear those remarks, how often does another student intervene?   
 
The largest number of responses were never at 47 or 42% and some of the time at 46 or 42%. 
The mean was 2.35. 
12% 
29% 
41% 
18% 
How often teacher/staff intervened 
Always 
Most of the Time 
Some of the Time 
Never 
1% 
15% 
42% 
42% 
How often another student intervened 
Always 
Most of the Time 
Some of the Time 
Never 
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#10) Have you ever experienced a single or repeated act of emotional, verbal or physical 
abuse at school? (I.e. hitting, kicking, rumors, unwelcomed language or other actions)   
 
The total number of students who responded yes was 50 or 45%, no was 62 or 55%, with a mean 
of 1.55. 
#10a) Have you ever experienced a single or repeated act of emotional, verbal or physical 
abuse at school? (I.e. hitting, kicking, rumors, unwelcomed language or other actions)  Those 
that answered yes to question were asked to move onto the rest of the survey when those that 
answered no were not asked to move forward.  The students who responded yes were asked how 
often they experienced a single or repeated act of emotional, verbal or physical abuse at school.  
45% 
55% 
Abuse experienced at school 
Yes  
No  
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The largest number of responses were occasionally at 30 or 60% and often at14 or 28%.  The 
mean was 1.52. 
#10b) Where did it happen?   
 
The largest number of responses were hallway at 35 or 33%, 24 for classroom or 24% and17 for 
cafeteria or 16%.  
#10c) Do you believe you were targeted for any of the following reasons.   
60% 
28% 
12% 
Frequency of those who experienced 
abuse 
Occasionally 
Often  
Daily  
33% 
24% 
16% 
11% 
10% 
11% 
Where abuse occured 
Hallway 
Classroom  
Cafeteria 
Bathroom  
Outside 
Somewhere Else 
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The largest number of responses were other at 23 or 33% appearance at 17 or 25%.  
Interpretation   
There were several key findings.  The first significant finding was the frequency of 
hearing homophobic remarks in schools.  The data indicated 91% of students hear the terms 
“That’s so gay,” or “You’re so gay” at school frequently, often or sometimes as opposed to 9% 
that indicated rarely or never hearing those terms.  Additionally, 78% of students indicated 
hearing terms such as “faggot,” “dyke,” or “queer” as opposed to 22% that indicated rarely or 
never hearing terms.  The data indicated that 81% of homophobic remarks were frequently, often 
and sometimes heard from students while 13% of students surveyed indicated hearing those 
same remarks from teachers or staff, frequently, often and sometimes.  The three highest 
reported percentages of where students heard frequently, often and sometimes heard homophobic 
remarks were in the hallway, 91%, on the bus, 85% and in their classes, 79%.  The survey data 
indicated that 89% of the time teachers were present when frequently, often and sometimes 
hearing homophobic remarks.  Students reported that 82% of the teachers present frequently, 
often and sometimes intervened when homophobic remarks were heard.   
7% 
9% 
13% 
4% 
9% 
25% 
33% 
Reasons for being targeted 
Sexual Orientation 
Gender 
Race  
Religion  
Weight  
Appearance  
Other  
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Overall, 45% of students who completed the survey indicated experiencing a single or 
repeated act of emotional, verbal or physical abuse at school (I.e. hitting, kicking, rumors, 
unwelcomed language or other actions).   Where students reported being emotionally, verbally or 
physically abused, 88% indicated experiencing abuse occasionally and often.   When comparing 
this data to that of where students hear homophobic remarks, the hallway, 33%, the classroom, 
23%, and cafeteria, 16%, were the most common locations where such actions occurred.  
Comparative analysis 
In 2009, GLSEN conducted a comprehensive nationwide study on the perceptions of 
school climate by LGBTQ students.  According to the study, 61.1% of students reported that they 
felt unsafe in school not only because of what they hear, but also because of their sexual orientation 
(GLSEN, 2009).  In a 2008 study, Kosciw et al. (2008) surveyed over 6,000 self-identified LGBT youth 
ages 13-21 and found: 73.6% of youth heard homophobic remarks often or frequently at school.  When 
comparing this author’s study, 45% of students indicated feeling unsafe with only 16% of that sample 
feeling unsafe due to remarks made against their sexual orientation or gender.   
 
 
61.1% 
73.6% 
45% 
GLSEN Study Kosciw Author Study  
0.0% 
10.0% 
20.0% 
30.0% 
40.0% 
50.0% 
60.0% 
70.0% 
80.0% 
School Climate Comparison 
Percent That Feel Unsafe 
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In other comparisons, the (GLSEN) study reported 84.6% of LGBT students reported 
being verbally harassed and 40.1% reported being physically harassed.  Kosciw’s study reported 
90.2% of youth reported experiencing verbal harassment at school because of their sexual 
identity; and 60.8% of youth experienced physical harassment because of their sexual orientation 
(2008).  The author’s study reports results much lower that the two national studies. A 
combination of both physical and verbal harassment results in 45% of the students feeling 
unsafe.  
 
Drawbacks 
Due to the sensitive nature of the possibility of students’ self-disclosure students were not 
asked to report their sexual identity or sexual gender or preferences, but just asked if students 
experienced emotional, verbal or physical abuse as a result of their sexual orientation or gender.  
The data revealed that 16% of the tallies indicated abuse in those areas.  In contrast, 25% of the 
response indicated abuse as a result appearance and 33% were indicated in the other category.  
The students were provided space for comments in the other sections, although no students chose 
to respond in the comment section.  
84.6% 90.2% 
45% 
40.1% 
60.8% 
GLSEN Study Kosciw Author Study  - 
Combined Verbal & 
Physical 
Verbal & Physical Harrasment   
Physical 
Verbal 
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Discussion and Implications 
Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender youth are often targets of negative and derogatory 
comments (GLSEN, 2009).   The present condition of LGBT students in school settings, as 
substantiated by the many facts and figures presented in this report, is often marred by hearing 
homophobic remarks in a variety of settings and conditions. Many instances include verbal and 
physical harassment and abuse.   
Up to 90% (GLSEN, 2009) of LGBTQ youth reported being harassed in school primarily 
by other students or in some cases, by staff and teachers.  The writer’s study shows that 45% of 
students feel unsafe at school.  Despite lower reported percentages of school safety in this 
writer’s study, 17%; the problem continues to be prevalent.  The range of emotions experienced 
by targeted youth can result in a poor overall school experience, including poor academic 
performance.  As a result, these students may be unable to get into college or higher education 
(GLSEN, 2009).    
Strategies and interventions    
Creating a safe school environment takes effort from an entire community.  GLSEN has 
conducted comprehensive studies and considered a leader in gay education and awareness in 
schools.  Administrators, teachers, counselors, student and the community must all take in order 
create a safe school environment for all student to learn and grow.   
GLSEN offers several suggestions for educators that are available to help ensure that all 
students feel safe at school.  One measure that can be taken is creating a safe space at school.  A 
Safe Space is a welcoming, supportive and safe environment for lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender (LGBT) students (GLSEN, 2009).  A Safe Space, often designated by an upside 
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Figure 2: GLSEN Safe Space Logo 
down multicolored triangle, is designed to visibly mark people and places that are “safe” for 
LGBT students. When students and staff put stickers on their lockers, backpacks, binders, or 
office doors, it stands out as an affirmation of LGBT people and lets others know that they are a 
safe person to approach for support and guidance (GLSEN).  Displaying LGBT‐inclusive 
materials make a classroom or school inclusive. School personnel can hang the Safe Space poster 
or stickers, display posters for GLBT History Month, LGBT Pride Month or other LGBT 
material that will let students know these are safe places (GLSEN).  Other factors to consider are 
the existence of straight allies. Straight allies play an important role toward the success of a safe 
place program.  A straight ally is any non-LGBT person who supports and stands up for the 
rights of LGBT people (GLSEN).  It is important for straight allies to demonstrate that LGBT 
people are not alone as they work to improve school climate, and to take a stand in places where 
it might not be safe for LGBT people to be out or visible (GLSEN).  
Another initiative is to for schools to incorporate LGBT materials into their curriculum.  
GLSEN’s 2009 National School Climate Survey tells us that when asked whether they had been 
taught about LGBT people, history or events in school, a vast majority (87.3%) of students 
reported that such topics were not taught in any of their classes (GLSEN, 2009).  Schools can 
include LGBT history into their curriculum by conducting GLSEN lessons (See Appendix D) in 
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the classroom (GLSEN).   School staff can access GLSEN’s Booklink (See Appendix E) an 
online resource, to help you find grade appropriate LGBT themed or inclusive books and videos 
(GLSEN).  Other resources available for educators are the GLSEN Educators Guide to the Think 
Before You Speak campaign (See Appendix F) (GLSEN).  The guide will show teachers, 
counselors and other educators how to teach their students about anti‐LGBT language in schools.   
Schools can also encourage students to participate in one of GLSEN’s Action Days.  Students 
and staff can show their support by taking part in the Day of Silence (April) (See Appendix G) 
where you pledge not to use anti-gay rhetoric or Ally Week (October) (See Appendix H) where 
allies promote Gay Straight Alliances.  There are also lesson plans for teachers for No 
Name‐Calling Week which held each January in schools across the country (GLSEN).  Teachers 
can download lesson plans (Appendix I) that they can incorporate in their classroom.  
Developing a Gay-Straight Alliance (GSA) is another way to promote school wide 
support for LGBT students.  GSAs provide leadership development, networking opportunities 
and a safe zone for youth.  Research has shown that youth whose schools have GSAs are less 
likely to report feeling unsafe (Kosciw, 2004).  Establishing a GSA is a vital component toward 
building a safe environment for youth insomuch that the Equal Access Act, a federal law that 
requires all public secondary schools receiving federal funding, to provide the same meeting 
facilities to all non-curriculum related clubs regardless of what their religious, political, 
philosophical or other beliefs or discussions may be (SSNC, 2006).  This act also pertains to 
equitable treatment regarding publicity of club events through posters, bulletins, or in school 
publications (SSNC). 
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Recommendations 
Several measures can be taken to improve school climate.  First, provide school 
personnel with trainings that raise awareness about issues relevant to sexual orientation and 
gender identity/expression and to develop skills to interrupt verbal harassment (SSNC, 2006).   
Appropriate trainings will alert school personnel to the significance of interrupting homophobic 
language.  Trainings could also provide school staff with basic tools with which they can 
implement the intervention techniques.  Ideally all school personnel should attend such trainings, 
however administrators, teachers, counselors, and school resource officers are of particular 
importance because of the frequency with which they interact with and supervise students 
(SSNC).  The content of such training typically includes activities and information designed to: 
(a) raise awareness of the impact of homophobic language and harassment based upon sexual 
orientation, gender identity or gender expression; (b) increase knowledge of legal issues related 
to sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression and school settings; (c) develop 
strategies for and comfort with interrupting homophobic language and harassment 
based upon sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression; and (d) provide access to 
local and national resources for school personnel to assist students in dealing with issues of 
sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression (SSNC).  Some of these types of 
trainings are available from your state’s Safe School Program, the GLSEN Network, the 
American Civil Liberties Union and youth based non-profit organizations in your area. 
The second recommendation is to advocate for the inclusion of sexual orientation, gender 
identity, and gender expression in school non-harassment, non-bullying, and non-discrimination 
policies (SSNC, 2006).   The intention is that by explicitly raising awareness of these categories 
to the education policy makers; the message is sent that hearing homophobic remarks and 
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homophobic bullying is not tolerable.  In absence of a clear directive, school personnel may be 
less likely to intervene out of fear of an accusation of promoting a homosexual lifestyle (SSNC).  
The lack of intervention by school officials and staff sends a message that such behaviors are 
accepted. 
The third recommendation is to include sexual orientation and gender identity resources 
such as pamphlets, brochures, websites, and community agency listings that accompany 
alongside other resources that are provided to students. Appendix B provides a list of some of the 
organizations that may be accessed.  Additionally, books could be added to library catalogs that 
discuss relevant gender issues.  Many recent books on adolescent development now include these 
topics and there are many anthologies of youth experiences of dealing with their sexual 
orientation (SSNC, 2006).  Minimally, the school counselor should be equipped with these 
resources as the counseling center may be a place where students could request information 
regarding sexual orientation and gender identity.  
The final recommendation is to assess the pervasiveness of hearing homophobic remarks 
in schools and perceptions of school safety that occurs in schools.  An annual assessment can 
inform school administrators and school personnel about the effectiveness of existing policies or 
interventions over time (SSNC, 2006).  Data collected can provide understanding about precise 
interventions that may be implemented to assure a safe climate.  For example, the writer’s study 
indicated that hearing homophobic remarks occurred most frequently in hallways, on buses and 
in the classroom as compared to bathrooms, athletics fields and locker rooms. This would 
suggest that teachers, counselors, administrators, sentries, and bus staff should more responsively 
monitor language and behavior in hallways, on buses and in the classroom. 
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Conclusion 
Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender youth are often targets of negative and derogatory 
comments (GLSEN, 2009).   The present condition of LGBT students in school settings, as 
substantiated by the many facts and figures presented in this report, is often marred by hearing 
homophobic remarks in a variety of settings and conditions. Many instances include verbal and 
physical harassment and abuse.  Up to 90% (GLSEN) of LGBTQ youth reported being harassed 
in school primarily by other students or in some cases, by staff and teachers.  
Because of this harassment, a higher incidence of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender or 
questioning students have issues with substance abuse, truancy and even suicide (Boyd, Horn & 
Whitman 2007).   The range of emotions experienced by targeted youth can result in a poor 
overall school experience, including poor academic performance.  As a result, these students may 
be unable to get into college or higher education (GLSEN).  Despite lower reported percentages 
of school safety in this writer’s study, 17%; 72.4% of students who heard homophobic remarks 
in school felt unsafe (GLSEN).  
The majority of support and awareness efforts found by the author were primarily based 
form LGBT organizations and advocacy groups such as GLSEN.  Much of the information and 
statistics collected were done so using quantitative measures such as surveys.  It is the opinion of 
this writer that qualitative perspective studies may offer deeper and more detailed accounts of 
LGBT students’ perception of school safety.  Unfortunately, surveys and other quantitative 
studies offers something not commonly found in qualitative studies; time.  The decision to 
implement a survey in the author’s study was determined to be the most time effective due to the 
lack of “free” period time students have in school.  Despite the drawbacks of facilitating survey 
it allowed for approximately one third of the student population to take part.  An interesting idea 
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for a follow study would be to collect data from teachers and staff regarding their perceptions of 
LGBT students’ safety.  
Although the district in which the writer’s study was conducted offers diversity training; 
specific and detailed resources regarding issues surrounding LGBT youth was not evident.  The 
majority of strategies and interventions suggested in this report are relevant toward advocacy for 
LGBT youth (such as the implementation of safe spaces, GSAs and trainings); facts about the 
efficiency of such programs were not readily available.  This is specifically true when looking 
for statistics about the current school climate for LGBT students.   Although GLSEN is the 
primary group that conducts school climate surveys that accommodate LGBT and straight 
students, several foreign studies were but only two other major studies in the United States 
(North Carolina and California State Safety Programs).  Upon further investigation of these 
studies, much of the sources and data information originated from GLSEN’s efforts.  
GLEN’s most recent major study, the 2009 school climate survey; was completed by over 7000 
participants.  When looking into the sample in more detail, the author found that the sample 
appeared to be drawn from students who identified themselves as LGBT youth or part of the 
LGBT community.  This raises questions about the validity of the author’s study as students did 
not directly identify as LGBT rather reported being harassed or abused as a result of their sexual 
orientation of gender identity. Therefore the data could be skewed, resulting in a potentially 
biased sample. 
 Students, communities, educators, and policy makers have all been face with a 
difficult challenge ahead; to keep schools safe for all students.  It goes without saying that our 
society continues to change and face challenges often not commonly found by previous 
generations.  The widespread epidemic of bully over the past twenty has results increased reports 
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of violence, harassment, abuse and death.  As evidenced by the data in the body of this report, 
anti-gay rhetoric heard in schools can be the catalyst or add fuel to the fire so to speak, than can 
lead to impaired learning environments for LGBT students.  Unfortunately, many students have 
taken their own lives as a result of the verbal and physical actions of others.  Within the school 
setting, the awareness of LGBT issues and the efforts from all parties involved may be able to 
benefit from the strategies and interventions   proposed in this report.  The pejorative use of 
phrases and terms such as “that’s so gay”, “you’re so gay”, “faggot”, “dyke”, or “queer” occur 
with alarming frequency and it is the given responsibility that all school personnel have to 
provide each and every child a safe and equitable learning environment (SSNC, 2006).  Although 
the task may seem insurmountable, school communities around the country can ensure and 
promote the safety of all students.  These measures, with the use of the hypothesized model (See 
Figure 3 for hypothesized model): 
 
 
                    Feeling Unsafe 
                     Figure 3 
Physical & 
Verbal 
Abuse 
Lack of Staff 
Intervention 
Hearing 
Homophobic 
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 can move us towards a future in which all students have the opportunity to learn and succeed in 
school, regardless of sexual orientation, gender identity, or gender expression (GLSEN, 2009).  
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Appendix 
Appendix A 
Parental/Guardian Consent 
 
Dear Parent/Guardian: 
My name is Joseph Navarra and I am a graduate student pursuing my Master's degree in School 
Counseling at The College at Brockport, State University of New York.  I have been working as 
a school counselor intern since January 2011 in the School of IIT.  As an advocate for students I 
believe it is important have and understanding of students’ perceptions of school climate. 
I will have teachers facilitate a climate survey in an effort for staff to ultimately provide 
additional support.  This five minute survey is an initial investigation into the perceptions of 
bullying and homophobic remarks heard and seen in schools.  This will take place during their 
Career Technical Education classes. 
In order for your child to participate in this program, your informed consent is required. You are 
being asked to make a decision whether or not your child is able to participate in this program. If 
you want your child to participate in this program, and agree with the statements below, please 
sign below. You may change your mind at any time and withdraw your child from the program 
without penalty. 
 
I understand that: 
1.  My child's participation is voluntary and he/she has the right to refuse to answer any 
questions. Participating or not participating will have no impact on school evaluations or grades.  
 
2.  My child's confidentiality is guaranteed. My name will not be written on the survey. There 
will be no way to connect me to my written survey.  If any publication results from this research, 
I would not be identified by name. Confidentiality will be protected by the student researcher as 
part of the survey procedures. All consent forms and documents handed out will be kept in a 
locked filing cabinet in the counseling center.  
3.  There are no anticipated risks or benefits because of my child's participation in this survey.  
4.  My child’s participation involves reading a written survey of 10 questions and answering 
those questions in writing. It is estimated that it will take five to seven minutes to complete the 
survey. 
5.  All surveys, consent forms and additional documents will be shredded at the end of the 
project. 
6.  Should your child have any questions, comments or concerns regarding any portion of the 
survey, he/she can voluntarily seek counseling from their school counselors (Please see Chennita 
Gartrell or Allison Atwell).  The counselors are located in room 3c7 and are available at all times 
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during the regular school day by appointment or walk in.  If your child has questions outside of 
school, he/she may seek services from The Center for Youth Services, 905 Monroe Avenue, 
Rochester, NY 14420, (585-473-2464). 
I have read and understand the above statements. All my questions about my child’s participation 
in this study have been answered to my satisfaction. I agree to allow my child to participate in 
this survey, realizing I may withdraw without penalty at any time during the process.  If you 
have any questions you may contact: 
Primary Researcher:  Joseph Navarra (585) 324-9794 jnava1@brockport.edu            
 
Faculty Advisor:  Dr. Summer Reiner (585) 395-5497 sreiner@brockport.edu 
 
Site Supervisor:  Chennita Gartrell (585) 324-9794 ext. 3372   chennita.gartrell@rcsdk12.org 
 
I understand the information provided in this form and agree that my child take part in the  
survey. 
 
 
 
Name of child ______________________________                     Date _____________________ 
 
Signature of Parent or Guardian___________________________ 
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Appendix B 
School Climate Survey 
This set of questions is about remarks you may have heard at our school.  Please circle the 
answer that best describes your experience at our school. 
1.  How often do you hear the expression “That’s so gay,” or “You’re so gay” in school? 
Frequently          Often          Sometimes          Rarely          Never 
2.  How often have you heard other remarks used in school (such as “faggot,” “dyke,” 
“queer,” etc.)? 
Frequently          Often          Sometimes          Rarely          Never 
3.  How often do you hear these remarks from other students? 
Frequently          Often          Sometimes          Rarely          Never 
4.  Would you say that those remarks are made by: 
Most of the students          Some of the students          A few of the students 
5. How often do you hear these remarks from teachers or school staff? 
 
Frequently          Often          Sometimes          Rarely          Never 
        6.  How often do you hear those remarks in: 
a) Classes 
Frequently          Often          Sometimes          Rarely          Never 
         b) Hallways 
Frequently          Often          Sometimes          Rarely          Never 
        c) Bathrooms 
Frequently          Often          Sometimes          Rarely          Never 
       d) Locker Rooms 
Frequently          Often          Sometimes          Rarely          Never 
e) Buses 
Frequently          Often          Sometimes          Rarely          Never 
f) Athletic Field/Gym 
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Frequently          Often          Sometimes          Rarely          Never 
g) Schoolyard or School Grounds 
Frequently          Often          Sometimes          Rarely          Never 
h) Cafeteria 
Frequently          Often          Sometimes          Rarely          Never 
7.  When you hear those remarks, how often has a teacher or other school staff person been 
present? 
Always          Most of the time          Some of the time          Never 
8.  When those remarks are made and a teacher or other school staff person is present, how 
often does the teacher or staff person intervene? 
Always          Most of the time          Some of the time          Never 
9.  When you hear those remarks, how often does another student intervene? 
Always          Most of the time          Some of the time          Never 
10. Have you ever experienced a single or repeated act of emotional, verbal or physical abuse 
at school? (i.e. hitting, kicking, rumors, unwelcomed language or other actions) 
a. Yes No 
If yes,  
a. How often 
  
      Occasionally         Often         Daily  
 
b. Where did it happen? 
                              Hallway         Classroom                     Cafeteria                    Bathroom                                                                   
                              Outside on school grounds             Somewhere  else 
c. Do you believe you were targeted for any of the following reasons: 
                     Sexual Orientation    Gender      Race        Religion    Weight     Appearance    Other  
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Appendix C 
From: Mark Bartkiewicz    Sent: Wed 2/16/2011 
10:23 AM 
To:  Navarra, Joseph  
Cc: 
Subject: RE: Bullying Survey 
Hi Joe, 
Thank you for your interest in GLSEN. Information pertaining to our Local School Climate 
Survey, a tool to assess school climate, can be found here: http://www.glsen.org/cgi-
bin/iowa/all/library/record/1985.html. On this site you can download the school-based and 
community-based versions of the survey as well as other related documents, such as a tip sheet.  
If you have any other questions, please let me know. 
Best regards, 
Mark 
Mark Bartkiewicz 
Research Assistant | GLSEN 
Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network 
90 Broad Street, 2nd Floor 
New York, NY 10004 
T: 646.388.8053 
E: mbartkiewicz@glsen.org 
www.glsen.org 
 
From: Navarra, Joseph [mailto:Joseph.Navarra@RCSDK12.ORG]  
Sent: Wednesday, February 16, 2011 10:13 AM 
To: Daryl Presgraves 
Subject: Bullying Survey 
Hi, 
I am a graduate intern in the beginning phases of my thesis.  I have a profound interest in school 
safety and was wondering if your organization would provide me with a bullying survey 
instrument that you have found effective?  I am in the Counselor Education program at The 
College at Brockport in western New York.  Any help in this area would be greatly 
appreciated.  Thank you very much. – Joe Navarra 
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Appendix D  (http://www.glsen.org/cgi-bin/iowa/all/educator/index.html) 
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Appendix E 
http://www.glsen.org/cgi-bin/iowa/all/booklink/index.html?state=tools&type=educator 
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Appendix F  
http://www.thinkb4youspeak.com/ForEducators/GLSEN-EducatorsGuide.pdf 
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Appendix G 
http://www.dayofsilence.org/ 
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Appendix H 
http://www.allyweek.org/ 
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Appendix I  
http://www.nonamecallingweek.org/cgi-bin/iowa/all/resources/index.html 
 
 
